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M
uch is said and done in 
the name of saving our 
natural environment these 
days – and rightly so. Yet, 
when last did we consider 

the environment that we occupy each day? 
in particular, that personal bubble for each 
employee in the office environment. 

Forty years ago, anthropologist Edward T 
Hall theorised four human distance zones 
that correspond to increasing levels of 
closeness: public (twelve or more feet), 
social (four to twelve feet), personal (four 
feet to eighteen inches), and intimate 
(eighteen inches or less).   This may explain 
why most of us feel so uncomfortable in 
elevators, subways, or a shared office, 
where we’re less than four feet  apart from 
another.

About a week ago, i was called to do a 
site consultation for an iT company with a 
small office in Cape Town. They needed to 
accommodate a third member of staff in 
a 14 m2 office space, just big enough for 
two people to function optimally. While i 
was overwhelmed by the challenge of the 
tight squeeze for three people, i knew that 
with good space planning it would indeed 
be possible. The paramount consideration 
while planning the layout of the workstations 
was how best to empower these occupants 
with the sense of retaining their own 
personal bubbles in which to operate 
effectively each day. 

Environmental stress
What had not been taken into account when 
that small office space was rented was the 
fact that the occupants would need to deal 
with the tight level of closeness each day, 
leading to underlying anxieties; that the 
impact of these stresses would eventually 
play out in levels of productivity, probably 
unfavourably. 

Environmental psychologists have theorised that density and 
crowding can also have an adverse effect on mood and may cause 
stress-related illness. The net result is the rise in absenteeism and 
gradual dissatisfaction with either fellow colleagues or employers. 
The great pity about all of this is that most people do not realise that 
their tight working quarters could be the cause of their unhappiness 
at work. 

Architects and interior designers influenced by the data from 
environmental psychology have come to understand that an office 
interior is more about the comfort of the people working inside than 
the inanimate objects of furniture and equipment.  

it was observed through lab experiments on rats that living in 
confined spaces resulted in the males exhibiting aggressive 
behaviour. Their mating and parenting habits took a bad turn, 
increasing infant mortality by 96 per cent.
Solutions
However, there are solutions. My advice to those who already 
occupy very confined work spaces is to ensure that workstations are 
personalised as much as is possible. This is how:

•	 Take	ownership	of	your	space	by	including	photos	of	your	family/
friends on the wall or on a corkboard. Pop your favourite posters 
or calendar up alongside. Typography is very trendy, so think 

of including words such as ‘peace’ and ‘fresh’. There are many 
inspiring words and phrases available.

•	 Floating	bookshelves	are	just	the	thing	for	storage	as	well	as	that	
space to display your objects and books.

•	 Incorporate	‘happy	and	warm’	colours	such	as	orange,	yellow	
and red into your personal space to enhance your own sense of 
wellbeing. 

•	 Cause	a	stir	and	start	a	trend	in	your	office	by	bringing	your	own	
authentic personality to your space (hopefully the boss will not 
object to your décor scheme). 

•	 If	there	is	very	little	space	between	workstations,	it	would	be	
preferable to have a desk-mounted partition screen, albeit a low 
one.    

•	 Try	to	limit	visible	clutter	which	further	enhances	that	sense	of	
claustrophobia. Wall-mounted bookshelves and storage units are 
a must, but try to stay away from using a wood finish. 

The wellbeing of the company is dependent on the wellbeing of its 
collective; and the collective wellbeing hangs on the wellbeing of 
the individual. it’s up to each individual to create a healthy office 
environment in which to cope with the daily grind.
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“ForTY YEArs Ago, AnTHroPologisT EdWArd T HAll 

THEorisEd Four HuMAn disTAnCE zonEs THAT CorrEsPond 

To inCrEAsing lEvEls oF ClosEnEss: PubliC (TWElvE or 

MorE FEET), soCiAl (Four To TWElvE FEET), PErsonAl (Four 

FEET To EigHTEEn inCHEs), And inTiMATE (EigHTEEn inCHEs 

or lEss).”


